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On. Oct. 29, the British Petroleum Company announced the discovery of two huge oil fields in the
northwestern region of Casanare, which potentially contain at least 2 billion barrels in reserves.
This would represent the largest discovery ever in South America and the largest in the Western
Hemisphere since oil was found in Alaska's Prudhoe Bay field in 1969. The new reserves could
convert Colombia into one of the continent's major oil exporters in the 1990's. But constant rebel
sabotage against petroleum installations threatens the industry's future, especially since the new
fields are located smack in the heart of guerrilla strongholds. British Petroleum has been exploring
the Casanare reserves together with two partners: US-based Triton Energy Corp. and Total S.A. of
France. Originally, the companies estimated that the fields could potentially yield up to 10 billion
barrels in reserves. Although the 2 billion barrels now confirmed by British Petroleum is one-fifth
the original estimate, company spokespersons say that as exploration continues, total reserves
could total 3 to 5 billion barrels in the long term. Of the 2 billion barrels, 1.5 billion are located in
the Cusiana field and the remaining 500,000 barrels at a smaller field in Cupiagua. The discoveries
generated widespread enthusiasm among Colombian officials, who predict crude oil will displace
coffee as the country's most valuable export by the mid-1990's and bring Colombia into the club
of major Latin American oil exporters, after Venezuela and Mexico. The state-owned oil company
Ecopetrol will receive a 50% share of the fields, which British Petroleum says could be producing
up to 150,000 barrels per day by the end of 1995. The first commercial production will likely begin
next summer, and the participating corporations plan to expand pipeline capacity to accommodate
the jump in output. Despite optimistic predictions, the petroleum industry's future may largely
depend on the government's ability to control Colombia's powerful guerrilla organizations, grouped
in the Simon Bolivar Guerrilla Coordinator (Coordinador Guerrillera Simon Bolivar, CGSB). The
CGSB has made oil installations a central target for sabotage, and the new Casiana and Cupiagua
fields are located squarely in one of the CGSB's central rural strongholds. Throughout this year, the
guerrillas repeatedly bombed the country's principal oil pipelines, including 35 attacks on the CanoLimon Covenas line, the nation's most important. On Nov. 6, for example, rebels bombed a large
section of the Colombia oil pipeline which transports about 100,000 barrels of crude daily spilling
some 5,000 barrels. In fact, an audacious Nov. 7 attack on the Osito oil field along the Ecuadoran
border where the rebels killed 26 police officers during seven hours of fighting greatly contributed
to President Cesar Gaviria's decision Nov. 8 to impose a 90-day "state of emergency" throughout the
nation. (See NotiSur, 11/10/92, for more details on the CSGB offensive and the state of emergency.)
On Nov. 10, the New York Times reported that government efforts to protect the burgeoning oil
industry are a key incentive for the state of emergency. According to the newspaper, the government
has created a special 8,000-man "energy police" force to protect oil and electricity installations. In
addition, the Colombian Army plans to station special crack battalions in the Casanare region to
safeguard oilfields and infrastructure. Some of the government's emergency measures, however,
may represent an economic boomerang if security forces are unable to protect oil companies and
executives from guerrilla extorsion. The state of emergency calls for the cancellation of contracts
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for any firm that pays "war taxes" to the guerrillas, and on Nov. 9, Minister of Defense Rafael Pardo
openly charged that the most-lucrative payoffs come precisely from the petroleum companies.
Pardo warned that investigations are underway and "exemplary sanctions" will be imposed on
any firm found guilty of such payments. But oil executives warn that if the government cannot
protect their businesses they could eventually be forced to curtail operations. "Rebel activities
are hitting our interests very hard, blowing up oil pipelines and other property," said Max Van
der Schalk, president of Shell in Colombia. "Our policy and plans are clear to continue investing
in Colombia. But to do that it should be possible to rely on greater guarantees in the areas where
we operate...what we need is alot of help and support from the Armed Forces." (Sources: Spanish
news service EFE, 11/06/92; Agence France- Presse, 11/09/92, 11/16/92; New York Times, 10/30/92,
11/10/92)
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